themes in the great gatsby movie

themes in the great gatsby movie encapsulate a profound exploration of
ambition, social stratification, and the elusive nature of the American Dream
in the vibrant, yet ultimately hollow, landscape of the 1920s. Baz Luhrmann's
cinematic adaptation, known for its lavish visuals and energetic soundtrack,
masterfully brings F. Scott Fitzgerald's timeless novel to life, highlighting
the tragic pursuit of an idealized past and the superficiality inherent in
extreme wealth. This article delves into the core thematic elements that
define the Great Gatsby movie experience, from the corrupting influence of
materialism to the poignant commentary on class divisions and the devastating
power of unfulfilled desires. We will uncover how the film visually and
narratively conveys Gatsby's relentless striving, Daisy's unattainable
allure, and Nick Carraway's gradual disillusionment, offering a comprehensive
look at the powerful messages embedded within this classic narrative.
Understanding these themes provides deeper insight into the story's enduring
impact and its reflection on the pursuit of happiness in a morally complex
world.
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Movie

Baz Luhrmann's 2013 adaptation of F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby
provides a visually stunning and emotionally resonant portrayal of the
novel's most critical themes. The film captures the essence of the Roaring
Twenties, a period defined by unprecedented economic prosperity, cultural
upheaval, and a pervasive sense of excess. Through its vibrant
cinematography, period-specific fashion, and an anachronistic yet effective
soundtrack, the movie vividly illustrates the narrative's central concerns:
the corruption of the American Dream, the rigid divisions of social class,
and the destructive nature of materialism and illusion. These thematic
elements are not merely background details but are interwoven into every
aspect of the story, shaping the characters' motivations, their
relationships, and ultimately, their tragic fates.

The film ensures that viewers not only witness the opulence of Gatsby's world
but also feel the underlying fragility and moral emptiness that pervades it.
The exploration of these profound ideas is what elevates The Great Gatsby
beyond a simple love story, transforming it into a powerful social
commentary. The narrative, as observed through the eyes of Nick Carraway,
gradually strips away the glittering facade to reveal the harsh realities
lurking beneath. This deep dive into the thematic layers of the movie allows
for a greater appreciation of its artistic merit and its enduring relevance.

The American Dream: Corrupted and Unattainable

One of the most prominent themes in the Great Gatsby movie is the
disillusionment with the American Dream. Originally conceived as the promise
that anyone, regardless of background, could achieve success and happiness
through hard work and determination, the film showcases how this ideal has
been twisted and corrupted by an obsession with wealth and superficiality.
Jay Gatsby embodies this warped dream; he rises from humble beginnings,
amassing an immense fortune through illicit means, not for its own sake, but
as a tool to reclaim his past love, Daisy Buchanan. His dream is not about
self-improvement or societal contribution, but about material acquisition as
a means to an end.

The movie portrays Gatsby's mansion, his lavish parties, and his extravagant
lifestyle as the epitome of this corrupted dream. These elements are designed
to impress and attract Daisy, representing a hollow pursuit of happiness
built on money rather than genuine connection or moral integrity. Ultimately,
the film demonstrates that even with vast wealth, Gatsby cannot truly achieve
his dream because it is based on an idealized, unattainable past and a person
who cannot live up to his expectations. The tragedy of Gatsby lies in his
unwavering belief in this distorted wvision, which ultimately leads to his
downfall, highlighting the inherent unattainability of a dream rooted in
illusion and material obsession.

Social Class and the Divisive Landscape of the
Roaring Twenties

The stark divisions of social class are another crucial element explored
throughout The Great Gatsby movie. The narrative clearly delineates between
"old money" and "new money," represented by the residents of East Egg and
West Egg, respectively. East Egg, home to Tom and Daisy Buchanan, signifies
inherited wealth, established social connections, and an ingrained sense of
superiority. West Egg, where Gatsby and Nick reside, represents the newly



rich, those who have recently acquired their fortunes and are often looked
down upon by the old aristocracy, regardless of their wealth.

The film visually emphasizes this divide through the characters' lifestyles,
homes, and interactions. Daisy, a symbol of old money, is confined by its
expectations and ultimately chooses the security of her social standing over
the intense, but socially precarious, love offered by Gatsby. Gatsby's
attempts to infiltrate East Egg society are consistently rebuffed,
illustrating the impenetrable barrier between these classes. His wealth,
however immense, cannot buy him the birthright and acceptance of the old
money elite. This theme serves as a powerful critique of the American class
system, suggesting that true social mobility is an illusion and that
inherited status often triumphs over earned success, no matter how grand.

The Destructive Power of Materialism and
Illusion

Materialism is a pervasive force in The Great Gatsby movie, dictating
character motivations and relationships. The pursuit of wealth and the
display of lavish possessions are central to the lifestyles depicted in the
film, yet this pursuit is consistently shown to be ultimately destructive.
The characters often equate happiness and success with material possessions,
overlooking deeper emotional and moral considerations. This theme is
intricately linked with the idea of illusion, as many characters,
particularly Gatsby, construct elaborate facades built on wealth and
appearance to mask their true selves and their desires.

The film uses its spectacular visual style to highlight this materialism,
showcasing extravagant parties, luxurious cars, and opulent homes. However,
beneath this glittering surface lies a profound emptiness and moral decay.
The illusion that money can buy happiness, love, or even a past, 1is
relentlessly challenged throughout the narrative, culminating in tragic
consequences for those who subscribe to it. The movie thus serves as a
cautionary tale about the perils of placing too much value on material
possessions and outward appearances.

Extravagance and Superficiality: The Price of Wealth

The Roaring Twenties in The Great Gatsby movie are characterized by an
unprecedented level of extravagance and a deeply ingrained superficiality.
Gatsby's legendary parties, depicted with dazzling visual flair in the film,
are a prime example of this. These gatherings are filled with hundreds of
guests who revel in his hospitality but know little about their host and care
even less. Their presence is motivated by the free flowing alcohol, music,
and social opportunities, rather than any genuine connection with Gatsby
himself. This creates a powerful visual metaphor for the superficial nature
of the era's social interactions.

The characters' conversations often revolve around gossip, trivial matters,
and the display of wealth, reinforcing the idea that depth and genuine
emotion are scarce. Daisy Buchanan herself embodies this superficiality,
drawn to Gatsby's wealth and status but ultimately incapable of committing to
a love that would disrupt her comfortable, yet hollow, existence. The film
subtly conveys that this extravagance comes at a significant moral cost,
contributing to a society where human connections are fragile and meaningful
relationships are sacrificed for material gain and social standing. The price
of this wealth is not Jjust financial; it's a spiritual and emotional



bankruptcy that afflicts many of the characters.

Gatsby's Illusion: Chasing an Unreachable Past

At the heart of Gatsby's character, and a central theme in the Great Gatsby
movie, is the powerful and ultimately tragic illusion that he can recreate
the past. Gatsby's entire life is meticulously crafted around his singular
goal: to win back Daisy Buchanan, not as she is now, but as she existed in
his memory five years prior. He believes that by accumulating immense wealth
and creating an outwardly perfect life, he can somehow rewind time and
reclaim the lost moments and the unfulfilled promise of their earlier
romance. This illusion drives his every action, from buying his lavish
mansion directly across from Daisy's house to throwing his extravagant
parties in hopes of catching her attention.

The film visually emphasizes this illusion through Gatsby's unwavering gaze
across the bay at the green light on Daisy's dock, a potent symbol of his
distant, idealized dream. His inability to see Daisy for who she truly is,
instead projecting onto her the perfect embodiment of his past fantasy,
highlights the destructive nature of living in a self-constructed reality.
Nick Carraway's famous observation, "You can't repeat the past," serves as a
direct challenge to Gatsby's core belief, and the movie powerfully
demonstrates the futility and tragedy of this endeavor as Gatsby's illusions
are inevitably shattered by the harsh realities of the present.

Love, Obsession, and the Irreversible Flow of
Time

The Great Gatsby movie explores the complex interplay of love and obsession,
demonstrating how one can easily morph into the other, particularly when
entwined with a desire to control the passage of time. Gatsby's love for
Daisy is intense and unwavering, yet it borders on an unhealthy obsession,
fueled by his inability to let go of their shared past. This theme highlights
the inherent human desire to revisit or alter history, especially when faced
with regret or unfulfilled desires. However, the film consistently reminds
the audience that time is a relentless and irreversible force, making the
repetition of the past an impossible dream.

The tragic arc of Gatsby's life is largely dictated by this struggle against
time. His fervent belief that he can manipulate circumstances to bring back
what once was leads him down a path of relentless pursuit and ultimate
despair. The film visually and emotionally conveys the futility of this
fight, showing how genuine love can be overshadowed and destroyed by the
weight of an obsessive need to reclaim what is lost rather than embracing
what is possible in the present.

The Tragic Romance of Jay Gatsby and Daisy Buchanan

At the core of the themes in the Great Gatsby movie is the deeply tragic
romance between Jay Gatsby and Daisy Buchanan. Their love story is not simply
a narrative of two individuals but a microcosm of the larger societal themes.
Gatsby's love for Daisy is pure in its intensity, yet it is entangled with
his aspirations for social acceptance and his idealized vision of her. For
Daisy, Gatsby represents a youthful passion and a tantalizing escape from her
mundane, yet secure, life with Tom Buchanan.



The tragedy stems from several factors: Daisy's inability to live up to
Gatsby's impossible expectations, her entanglement in the old money world
from which she cannot truly break free, and Gatsby's own criminal activities
undertaken to achieve the status he believes she desires. The movie
beautifully captures the poignant moments of their reunion, filled with hope
and nostalgic tenderness, only to contrast them with the harsh realities that
prevent their lasting union. Daisy's ultimate decision to retreat to the
safety of her existing life, despite her feelings for Gatsby, underscores the
immense power of social conventions and personal weakness, leaving Gatsby
utterly alone and disillusioned in his devotion.

The Impossibility of Reliving the Past

A central tenet reiterated throughout The Great Gatsby movie is the profound
truth that the past cannot be relived or repeated. Gatsby's entire existence
is a monumental effort to defy this principle, believing that through sheer
will and accumulated wealth, he can manipulate circumstances to reclaim his
lost love and the idyllic period he shared with Daisy. His famous
declaration, "Can't repeat the past? Why of course you can!" encapsulates his
stubborn denial of this fundamental truth.

The film powerfully illustrates the futility of this belief. When Gatsby and
Daisy finally reunite, their interactions are fraught with a mix of
nostalgia, awkwardness, and the inescapable changes that five years have
wrought. Daisy is no longer the innocent girl Gatsby remembers, and his
idealized image clashes with her reality. The moments where Gatsby tries to
force Daisy to declare her love solely for him, and to completely reject Tom,
demonstrate his desperate attempt to erase years of her life and their shared
experiences. This struggle against the irreversible flow of time becomes a
poignant and ultimately devastating aspect of the narrative, confirming that
while memories endure, the past itself remains forever out of reach.

Moral Decay and the Emptiness Beneath the
Glamour

Beneath the glittering surface of the Roaring Twenties, The Great Gatsby
movie exposes a pervasive moral decay and an underlying emptiness that
affects its characters and their society. The wealth and extravagance
showcased in the film are often acquired through illicit means or sustained
by a profound lack of empathy and integrity. The narrative meticulously peels
back the layers of glamour to reveal a world where honesty is a rare
commodity, infidelity is commonplace, and human lives are treated with casual
disregard.

This moral void is not confined to a single character but infects the entire
social fabric, from the callous indifference of the wealthy elite to the
desperation of those living in poverty. The film, through its visual
storytelling, highlights the stark contrast between the external display of
affluence and the internal barrenness of its inhabitants, emphasizing that
true happiness and fulfillment cannot be found in a world devoid of ethical
grounding and genuine human connection. The consequences of this moral decay
are felt acutely as the story progresses towards its tragic conclusion.



Deception, Infidelity, and the Valley of Ashes

The themes of deception and infidelity are rampant throughout The Great
Gatsby movie, serving as key indicators of the era's moral decay. Almost
every major character engages in some form of dishonesty, from Gatsby's
ambiguous sources of wealth and fabricated past to Tom Buchanan's blatant
infidelity with Myrtle Wilson, and Daisy's own complicity and indecision.
These deceptions not only damage relationships but also contribute to an
atmosphere of distrust and moral ambiguity.

The "Valley of Ashes," a desolate industrial wasteland situated between the
opulent West Egg and the sophisticated East Egg, serves as a powerful visual
symbol of this moral and spiritual decay. It is here that the less fortunate,
like George and Myrtle Wilson, reside, literally living amidst the waste and
detritus of industrial excess. The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, a faded
billboard staring down over this barren land, represent a forgotten or
unseeing God, a moral authority that is absent or indifferent to the
suffering and corruption below. The tragic events that unfold in and around
the Valley of Ashes underscore the devastating human cost of the wealthy's
casual cruelties and their moral transgressions, linking their extravagant
lives to the bleakness of those they exploit.

Nick Carraway's Disillusionment and Moral Awakening

Nick Carraway's journey from hopeful observer to disillusioned participant is
a central narrative arc and a significant theme in the Great Gatsby movie.
Initially drawn to the allure of New York and the mysterious charm of Gatsby,
Nick arrives in West Egg with a relatively naive and optimistic view of the
world. He finds himself caught between the conflicting worlds of old money
and new money, and gradually, through his interactions with Gatsby, Daisy,
Tom, and Jordan Baker, his moral compass is challenged and redefined.

As he witnesses the superficiality, infidelity, and ultimate tragedy that
unfolds, Nick's initial fascination gives way to a profound sense of
disillusionment. He sees through the glamour and recognizes the emptiness and
moral bankruptcy of the wealthy elite. Gatsby, despite his flaws and illegal
activities, becomes the object of Nick's complex admiration precisely because
of his unwavering, if misguided, idealism and capacity for hope, a stark
contrast to the cynical pragmatism of Tom and Daisy. Nick's eventual retreat
from the East back to the Midwest signifies his moral awakening and his
rejection of the corrupted values he encountered, providing the audience with
a grounded perspective on the devastating consequences of the Roaring
Twenties' excesses.

Visual Storytelling: How the Film Portrays Key
Themes

Baz Luhrmann's directorial style in The Great Gatsby movie is inherently
visual, employing vibrant cinematography, elaborate production design, and a
distinct aesthetic to convey the novel's complex themes. The film doesn't
just tell the story; it immerses the viewer in the opulent, yet often
disorienting, world of the 1920s. This visual storytelling amplifies the
thematic impact, allowing the audience to experience the allure and the
eventual decay of Gatsby's dream directly. From the grandeur of the parties
to the starkness of the Valley of Ashes, every frame is meticulously crafted
to contribute to the overarching narrative and its profound messages.



The use of color, scale, and movement plays a crucial role in highlighting
the contrasts between illusion and reality, the seduction of materialism, and
the tragic nature of Gatsby's pursuit. For example, the frenetic energy of
the parties underscores the superficiality, while the quiet, reflective
moments often signify genuine emotional depth or impending tragedy. This
deliberate visual strategy ensures that the film is not merely an adaptation
but a reinterpretation that uses the cinematic medium to its fullest
potential to explore the enduring power of Fitzgerald's narrative.

Symbolism and Cinematography in The Great Gatsby

The film adaptation of The Great Gatsby masterfully utilizes symbolism and
cinematography to reinforce its core themes. The recurring motif of the green
light at the end of Daisy's dock is perhaps the most iconic symbol,
representing Gatsby's distant, unattainable dream and his longing for the
past. Luhrmann's camera frequently focuses on this beacon, particularly
through Gatsby's perspective, emphasizing its allure and the hope it
signifies, even as its unreachability becomes tragically clear. The grandeur
of Gatsby's mansion, initially a symbol of his success, transforms into a
hollow monument to his unfulfilled desires, often depicted with a sense of
isolation despite its size.

The film also makes prominent use of the following symbolic elements:

e The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: A colossal, faded billboard
overlooking the Valley of Ashes, symbolizing a God who sees all but
remains indifferent to the moral decay and suffering. The film
emphasizes its watchful, eerie presence.

e Cars: Representing wealth, speed, and the reckless nature of the era.
The yellow car, specifically, becomes a symbol of ultimate destruction
and irresponsibility, leading to a tragic accident and Gatsby's
downfall.

e Weather: Often mirrors the emotional state of the characters and the
narrative. Rain during Gatsby and Daisy's initial reunion reflects their
awkwardness and eventual Jjoy, while the oppressive heat of the final
confrontation foreshadows the explosive revelations and tragic climax.

e Gatsby's Shirts: During his reunion with Daisy, Gatsby throws his
luxurious shirts, symbolizing his immense wealth and his desire to
impress her, but also hinting at the material superficiality of his
efforts.

These visual and symbolic cues enhance the narrative's depth, allowing the
audience to engage with the themes on a more profound, emotional level,
beyond the spoken dialogue.

The Enduring Relevance of Gatsby's Themes Today

The enduring relevance of the themes in the Great Gatsby movie extends far
beyond its 1920s setting, offering a timeless commentary on human nature and
societal values. The film's exploration of the American Dream, particularly
its corruption by materialism and the relentless pursuit of wealth, remains
deeply resonant in contemporary society, where economic disparities persist



and success is often narrowly defined by financial gain. The critique of
social class divisions and the superficiality of status continues to provoke
thought about how society stratifies its members and the barriers that still
exist.

Furthermore, the movie's depiction of illusion versus reality, and the tragic
consequences of living in a self-constructed fantasy, speaks to universal
experiences of hope, disappointment, and the impossibility of escaping the
past. Gatsby's unwavering optimism, even in the face of insurmountable odds,
highlights both the beauty and the peril of idealism. The moral decay,
infidelity, and casual cruelty portrayed in the narrative serve as a
cautionary tale, prompting reflection on ethical responsibility and genuine
human connection. Ultimately, The Great Gatsby movie, like the novel, endures
because its themes touch upon fundamental aspects of the human condition and
the complex pursuit of happiness in a flawed world.

Q: What is the central theme of The Great Gatsby
movie regarding the American Dream?

A: The central theme concerning the American Dream in The Great Gatsby movie
is its corruption and ultimate unattainability. The film portrays the
American Dream as having devolved from a pursuit of happiness through hard
work and integrity into an obsession with material wealth and superficial
status. Jay Gatsby embodies this warped dream, believing that wvast riches can
buy him love, social acceptance, and even the ability to repeat the past.
However, the movie ultimately shows that this pursuit leads to
disillusionment and tragedy, highlighting the hollowness of a dream founded
solely on materialism and illusion.

Q: How does the film depict social class distinctions
in the 1920s?

A: The movie vividly depicts social class distinctions through the stark
contrast between "old money" (East Egg) and "new money" (West Egg).
Characters like Tom and Daisy Buchanan, representing old money, possess an
inherited sense of entitlement and an impenetrable social circle. Gatsby, as
new money, despite his immense wealth and extravagant lifestyle, is
consistently seen as an outsider, highlighting the rigid class barriers of
the era. The film visually emphasizes this through their distinct residences,
social behaviors, and the inability of Gatsby to truly break into Daisy's
established aristocratic world, showing that wealth alone cannot buy social
acceptance.

Q: What role does materialism play in the movie's
themes?

A: Materialism is a dominant theme, driving many of the characters' actions
and motivations. The movie showcases the Roaring Twenties as an era of
extreme consumerism and extravagance, where possessions like luxurious cars,
grand mansions, and lavish parties are symbols of success. Gatsby's entire
persona is constructed around his wealth, which he uses to try and impress
Daisy. However, the film consistently demonstrates the destructive power of
this materialism, revealing that it leads to superficial relationships, moral
decay, and ultimately, a profound emptiness beneath the glittering facade. It



suggests that happiness and love cannot be bought.

Q: How does The Great Gatsby movie address the idea
of illusion versus reality?

A: The film explores the theme of illusion versus reality primarily through
Jay Gatsby's character. Gatsby lives in an elaborate illusion, constructing a
fabricated past and a persona built on wealth, all in an attempt to win back
his idealized vision of Daisy. He firmly believes he can recreate their past
and ignores the harsh realities of the present. The movie visually juxtaposes
his lavish, dream-like existence with the stark, often brutal, realities of
his circumstances and the true nature of the people around him. Ultimately,
his illusions are shattered, leading to his tragic downfall, emphasizing the
futility of living in a denial of reality.

Q: What does the green light symbolize in the film?

A: In The Great Gatsby movie, the green light at the end of Daisy Buchanan's
dock is a powerful and iconic symbol. It primarily represents Gatsby's
distant and unattainable dream, his longing for the past, and his enduring
hope to reclaim his lost love. For Gatsby, it is a beacon of all his
aspirations and an embodiment of the idealized future he believes he can
achieve with Daisy. The film frequently focuses on the green light, often
seen from Gatsby's perspective across the bay, highlighting its significance
as a representation of his elusive desires and the impossible longing for
what lies just beyond his grasp.

Q: How does Nick Carraway's perspective contribute to
the themes of the movie?

A: Nick Carraway's role as the narrator and observer is crucial to the film's
thematic exploration. He begins the story with a sense of optimism and
fascination for the vibrant New York world, but his perspective gradually
shifts to one of disillusionment and moral awakening. Through his eyes, the
audience witnesses the superficiality, moral decay, and ultimately, the
tragic consequences of Gatsby's pursuit. Nick's growing understanding of the
emptiness beneath the glamour, and his eventual rejection of the corrupted
values of the wealthy elite, provides a moral compass for the narrative and
allows the themes of the American Dream's corruption and social decay to be
fully understood and critiqued.

Q: What is the significance of the "Valley of Ashes"
in the film?

A: The "Valley of Ashes" in The Great Gatsby movie is a highly significant
symbolic setting. It represents the moral and social decay that lies beneath
the glittering surface of the Roaring Twenties. Situated between the affluent
East Egg and West Egg, it is a desolate, industrial wasteland inhabited by
the working class, most notably George and Myrtle Wilson. The valley
literally and figuratively embodies the waste, poverty, and suffering created
by the excesses of the wealthy, showing the devastating human cost of
unchecked materialism and class inequality. The eyes of Doctor T.J.



Eckleburg, a faded billboard overlooking this area, further symbolize a lost
or indifferent moral authority.

Q: Does the movie offer any hope or is it entirely
pessimistic?

A: While The Great Gatsby movie concludes with a tragic outcome for many
characters and exposes the deep flaws within society, it is not entirely
pessimistic. The film, particularly through Nick Carraway's perspective,
offers a nuanced view. Nick's ultimate disillusionment and his decision to
move back to the Midwest can be seen as a form of hope—a rejection of the
moral emptiness and a search for more genuine values. Gatsby's capacity for
hope and his unwavering devotion, though misguided, represent a kind of
idealism that, despite its tragic end, stands in contrast to the cynicism of
characters like Tom and Daisy. The film encourages reflection on these
themes, suggesting that while the American Dream can be corrupted, the
capacity for genuine human connection and sincere aspiration still exists,
even if rare.
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